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La Farge: Assimilation - The Indian View

Oliver La Farge
- ASSIMILA'{IONTHE INDIAN VIEW
.

. ,

has taken place among the Indians of
the United States in the last twenty ye~rs, a change that
. non-Indians have been slow to recognize. Here in the
Southwest, especially, we tend to think of Indians in terms that
are becoming obsolete. This is partly ~ue to a tendency, nat~ral
to all people, to judge the man by his exterior trimmings. If he
wears a business suit, has short hair, speaks fluent English! we are
likely to consider him no longer an Indian. (Witness, for instance, the visiting journalist of a.few years ago, who concluded
that the Cochiti corn dance was a fraud because the leader had
s.hort hair and worked at Los Alamos.) If he retains some part of
his tribal panoply, Southwesterners do not make the tourist mistake of assuming that h1!-speaks no English, but we are likely to
think that his world view is still the primitive one, his world
limited to a circle of a, few hundred miles with a single, bewildered extension to Washington.
The fact is that these externals are highly deceptive. Indians
by and large have grown tremendously in sophistication, and
their(worI~ view has expanded accordingly. It is highly signifi- .
cant that we find Tesuque Puebio· formally protesting a government action against a tribe in Alaska; or Taos, the San Carlos
Apaches, and the Hualapais protesting an allotment policy that
affects no tribe within the Southwest proper.
The most advanced Indians have gone further. They have
begun to see their problem in the context of the general, national interracial problem. Thus we find Apaches taking part in
interracial coriferenc,:es at Tuskegee, prepared to make common
cause with many others. In this, the Indians were definitely af-
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fected by their experie!1ce in the-:hearing on regulations governing tribal contracts with attorneys, called by Secretary of the
Interior Chapman in January 1952. At this hearing the IndianS
found themselves supported not only by the usual "Indian-interest" organizations, or those having a special interest in the question at issue,-such as the American Bar Association, but by ~uch
bodies as the American Jewish Congress and the Nationa! Association for the Advancement of Colored People, ready with
briefs and attorneys to uphold the Indian cause.
This event, increased interest in Indians among other minorities, and increased education, have widened the Indians' outlook. From th'~m, it is percolating through to the whites who
have so long been interested in Indian affairs, but have always
thought of them as unique, and apart from any other racial or
cultural problems.
Another change parallels the one described. Twenty years ago,
white people went among Indians to learn about them, then got
- together with each other to decide what should be done. The
Indians' role was typified by that of the anthropologists' informants. The anthropologists gathered data among the Indians,
then, in discussion among each other, came to conclusions about
what Indians were, how they operated, what they thought. Today, when you assemble a confere~ce of anthropologists specializing in the American aborigines, you are likely to find several
India~s among them, who inject a new realism into the discussions. The same thing is occurring increasingly in all gatherings
and discussions dealing with this general subject. It is, of course,
a movement towards what w.e find among Jews, Negroes, Japanese-Americans, Spanish-Americans, and so forth, where the
I findings and action decisions are largely made by the members
'of the minority itself and the role of the members of the majority
is one of concurrence and support.
The Indians, then, are moving towards resemblance to other
minorities in several ways. One effect of this at pr,esent is a switch
in non-Indian thinking, notably among Negroes, from the error
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of exaggerating the uniqueness of a picturesque, supposed,ly
primitive, aboriginal people to the reverse error of assuming that
they.- are just like all other minorities. TWs error particularly
takes tpe form of assuming that Indians have the same ultimate
goal as almost all other minorities, racial or national-origin, in
the United States, which is eventual assimilation.
. Properly speaking, assimilation is a two-way process, in which
two cultures influence each other to fopo a new, single com·
pound, shared identically by the descendants of both groups,
whQ become completely mingled and indistinguishable. American assimilation has never been a fifty-fifty proposition. The
original culture was a development from the pritish in response
to a totally new-environment, somewhat inHuenced by the differof other Euroent, but closely related, sub-eultures of colonjsts
.
pean nations and by the indigel'lous, Indian cl\ltures. As we have,
gone on, we have continued to absorb new traits - for instance,
in varr-ous parts of .the country we find different settlement patterns, different concepts.of the county seat or the local city, deriving from th~ different prepo~derant national origins of' the
settlers-but these a~e secondary. On ~e whole, we h~ve absorbed the people, rather than the cu1tures. A~erican assimilation, the old "melting pot," means primarily loss of original
identity.
In May. 1952, the Association on American Indian Affair~,
-aided by a grant from the Marshall Field Foundation, held an
"Institute on the Assimilation of the American Indian'~ in Washington. To the Institute a number of Indians were invited as
full-Hedged participants, mostly chairmen ~f tribal councils, plus
anthropologists and a number of individuals of known 'distinct- ,
tion. The non-Indians were drawn from the "Indian-interest"
organizations, the Indian Service, and the social scienc~s.
Most of the non-Indians came to the Institute with the assumption that ~similation was inevitable, that although we might
regret the disappearance, of an elemen~ of color from American
life it was desirable, and that what \\Ie were there to discUss was
~.
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at what pace it should proceed, how it should be guided, by what
means we could ensure that it did not mean merely degrading
Indians into the lowest 'levels of the general population.
The Indians brought us. up short. Only one, a -Navy doctor,
spoke in favor of assimilation or considered it inevitable. The
rest took a contrary view. They lD:ade sharp distinction between
becoming adapted to the American scheme and contributing
participants in it, and becoming assimilated into it.
A practical aspect of this opposition 'to assimilation was
brought out by the spokesmen for the San Carlos Apaches of
Arizona and for the "Full-Blood Cherokees" of Oklahoma. The
present ~conomically strong position of the San Carlos Apaches
and their remarkable general progressivism are based on the
tribal control of_land apd a strong tribal council and corporations-alI modernized torms of ancient modes of life. Those
Apaches, are an artificial conc-entration of once independent
groups;. their present union, h~wever, forms a working tribe.
There is nothing old-fashioned or retrogressive about their
system. It is a beautiful example of howIndianism can be,a tool
for pr-ogress. Their great resource is cattle-raising, which is car:ried out by individual initiative within the group framework.
On the selling end, they are formidable competitors with the
non-Indian cattle ranches of the Southwest. On the buying end,
through group purchasing of a large part of their supplies, they
wield great economic power. They'can place or withhold orders
in the tens of thousands of dollars, to a total.of some half million
a year. Now having the vote, they tend to vote as a bloc, which is
another source of power.
As a result of these strengths, they have revolutionized-their relations ,with surrounding communities. They used to be JimCrowed and freely abused by local police. Now they are respected, and invited to send representatives to the local chambers of commerce. As 3600 people; or some 700 individual'
families, they would be weak. Individual cattlemen running
from fifty to seventy-five head of stock have little or no influence,
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and in hard times are likely to go under. That number of fam- ,
Hies, engaged in raising cattle, farming, and labor, would ordinarily be grouped in or around smaU villages with, little or no
organization, and would achiefle concerted action rarely, under
exceptional pressu~e.
The San Carlos ApacheS are an outstanding example of successful Indian progressivism. Their progressiveness, .which ex-·
tends to m~ny more matter~: than those mentioned, derives from
their retention of ce~tain simple but fundamental IndiaJ?, values,
among them, common ownership of land, tribal organization,
and what can best be described as a tendency towards unanimity .
whenever possible. .
The greater their success, the morepedl.':ctly they fit themselves, as individuals and as a community, to- be contributing
participants'and competitors in the American scene, the greater
the influence against desiring assimilation. There is their pride
in their achievement as Apaches, their demonstrated right to be
proud of the mere fact of being Apaches. Then, there is the plain
fact that by retaining their group integrity they can .master the
modem world more effectively than if they allow themselves to
be fragmented.
The "Full-Blood Cherokees" include many of mixed blood..
T~y are an impoverished group,' made up among those who,
when the land 'of the Cherokee Nation was broken up anc~ allotted, received allotments in the barren, stony hills. They are
consciously clinging to Indianism, especially in their social organization and certain related ceremonie&. Their Indianism
gives them certain retuFDS. It enables them to adlieve cooperation beyond the capabilities of most similar non-Inclian communities, and it alleviates their drab poverty with the sense of
\
heritage, of being something more than' just one more hardscrabble group of sub-marginal farmers. .
The allotting of their land followed the usual course. Many
of the allotments, among them much of those containing.llfertile
soil, passed into' tIle hands of non-Indi~ns. Their holdings now
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are scattered, instead of in a block, so that they are unable to combine them. In'such poor country, small holdings camiot be effectively used.
,
Their spokesman at the Institute compared their situation
with that of the Apaches. He pointed out that his people had the
will and the ability to cooperate, but were stopped at the most
fundamental level because a form of assimilation, individual
ownership of land, had been forced upon them. "If only they
would let us retrogress a little," he said, the Cherokees would
soon improve their lot.
The final conclusion of that Institute was summed up by its
chairman with the remark, "It seems that assimilation is a dirty
word." Other conferences have arrived at an anti-assimilation
conclusi?n, notably a conference of anthropologists held in 1954
under the auspices of the Wenner-Gren Fund, led by Dr. John
Provinse, with Indian anthropologists participating. This group
found that assimilation of unlike, minority cultufes in the /
United States is demonstrably not inevitable, that Indians have
shown an exceptionally high, resistance to assimilation-some
tribes that have been in close contact with non-Indians since
early Colonial times and under heavy pressure to abandon their
identity still re:tain it-that Indians do not desire to be assimilated, and that assimilation is not necessary for Indian progress
and participation.
o
Indian lack of interest in being assimilated has causes more
profound than the factors mentioned above. All American mi- ,
noritics share certain problems in common; setting those aside,
the Indian minority is unique.
All the other inhabitants of the United States are fairly recent
immigrants. Once the thirteen colonies haa been established,
those who came to them, or to the republic that succeeded them,
came voluntarily, in search of wealth, or freedom, or both, and
with the intention of becoming members of the new community
-with two important exceptions. The overwhelming majority
of voluntary immigrants were Europeans; they and the already
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established Americans belonged to sub-eultures of one, common,
major culture. The result, with rare exceptions and with certain
reservations as to religion, was a positive attitude towards assimilation and considerable ease in being ~sirritlated-which, fortunately, has not yet been so perfect a process as to produce total
, uniformity.
One of the exceptions mentioned above is the Spanish-Ameri,:. can enclave centering on New Mexico. They were voluntary im: migrants, but they came to plant and maintain the sub-eulture
,of. Spain in a new land, and not to merge themselves into an
English-speaking nation. Their situation is unique in many
ways. They became Citizens as soon as' they were included in the
United States, they were politically experienced, they form a
solid mass that was, and still is, politically powerful. Their
ancient culture is firmly rooted in the land they occupy. Having
had IVembership in an Anglo-American republic forced upon
tHem, they have shown a high resistance to assimilation while
doing well in competent adaptation.
The other exception is, of course, the Negroes. They were
primitives who came involuntarily and as individuals. A single
slave, landed in the United States, was a human being reduced to
his feeblest state, without nation or tribe, withou~kin ot: clan or
family, without means of continuing language or culture in the
new setting. To encounter a fellow-tribesman would be pure
luck. He was under very heavy pressuFe to conform to the degraded form of the dominant culture that was offered to him.
Inevitably, the Negroes became entirely English-speaking and
adopted a sub-eulture within our general pattern. That subculture is inseparably involved, with a position of inferiority;
hence naturally Negroes desire full assimilation.
The Indians were ':Jere first of all, by millenia, and like the
Spanish-Americans, ha4 the Anglo-Am~can republic forced
upon them, but there was no kinship whatsoever between that
republic's culture and their own. They were sca~tered in small
groups and have become even more so. Citizenship was extended
<
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to them slowly and grudgingly. The new culture effectively destroyed the r.ewards of their own, but made it fantastically diffi-~,
cult for them to .achieve any of the rewards of (he new. Above
all, the invaders impressed upon the Indians~ tribf' by tribe, their
solitary weakness.
'
Unlike any other group save the Spanish-Americans, and far
more profoundly than they, the Indians' culture is rooted in this
soil. Their history is all around them. They have survived, not
as lone individuals or migrated families, but as groups in their
homeland. They have every indudement to continue in the pride
o~ being an Apache, a Sioux, or a Mohawk. They still find in the
deeper aspects of the Indian way of life, such as, in their family
relationships, satisfactions that they do not find in our equivalents. Now, as they grow more soph:is~icated, they have added the
concept of "all Indians" to that of "my tribe/' and thus have a
larger, stronger body in which to place pride and from which to
draw a sense of support. Indeed, in some parts, tribes that have
virtually lost all of their own culture are now, adopting a new,
synthetic complex of all-Indian traits to holster their identity.
The historic attitude of white men towards Indians is a mixture of sentimentality and contempt. The great majority of
whites think of them in fictitious stereotypes constantly reinforced' by the motion pictures and cheap fiction..This leads to
behavior, often unconscious, before which Indians prefer to
withdraw. The Indians are aware of another factor, about which·
there seems to be a strange conspiracy of silence. This is that in
most states in which there is a· sizable Indian population (New
Mexico is a partial- exception), Indians suffer from discrimination and abuse second only to that accorded to Negroes. When •
you ask an Indian to become assimilated you ask him, in effect,
to become an anonymous, dark-skinned individual in a society
that has a notable prejudice against dark-skinned individuals.
There is no conflict between remaining an Indian and being
progressive. The conflict exists only in our minds, which have
been conditioned to conformity and are troubled by the concept

.
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. of the equality of unlikes. There are strength, security, and many
rewards in the continuation of tribal integrity {Uld the retention
of Indian values. There is pride in an ancient and noble tradition. Small wonder -that at that meeting in Washington the Indians led the white men to conclude that "assimilation is a dirty
,word."
>

Published by UNM Digital Repository, 1956

9

